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INTRODUCTION

Her paintings of the early '70s, in which she
combined realistic subjects with an abstract
handling of paint, established her career. Yet, as
this exhibition reveals, over the last twelve years
she has taken progressively more risks with color
and composition as well as with the integration of
the figure. For example, Fourth ofJuly (1985),
unleashes all the possibilities of color and intricacy
that are restrained and unexplored in her studies of
glasses in the '70s. Additionally, the deep illusionistic space and narrative allusion in Waiting for Will
(1986) severs Fish's tie with Modernism.
Although Fish's paintings may be loosely placed
within the category of Realism-the cool, objective
representation of the material world-they resist
such tidy indexing. The tour de force of Fish's work
is her personal response to her subjects. Her
sensory perceptions thus yield a beauty and joie de
vivre that ultimately dominate the paintings.
Susanne Arnold
Director
Marsh Gallery

The Marsh Gallery takes pride in opening its
1987-88 season with the first Virginia exhibition of
paintings and drawings by Janet Fish, acknowledged master of the contemporary still life
according to art critic Gerrit Henry.
While this exhibition is intended to emphasize
her current work it is also slightly retrospective,
including work dating from 1975 to 1987, so that
the viewer will understand the progression as well
as the increasing depth of the artist's oeuvre.
In the midst of a "postmodern" era, hype and
novelty sell art. Even so, Janet Fish's work stands
apart from these sensibilities by its quiet integrity
and technical brilliance. Undaunted by the dogma
of pure abstraction which reigned in her formative
years, Janet Fish connected with images in the real
world. Rooted in the Modernist formal tradition
and the Dutch still life genre tradition, her work
adheres to the world of concrete contemporary
experience. Fish's simple, familiar subjects are
rendered with formal complexity, richness of detail
and the vibrant, tropical palette of her childhood.

______________________________ _

paints away from the school and went and sat in
this graveyard and started painting very brushy
landscapes. I felt much more connected to that.
And I started to look at the California Imagists,
such as David Park. This was a kind of rea]jst
painting that came out of abstraction. Then I
just stopped listening to everybody and everybody stopped talking to me. During my final
year in art school I was getting very little
feedback. The critics were coming in and talking
to. me ~bo~t anything rather than trying to deal
with this girt who's painting flowers. Because
when I came back and couldn't paint landscapes
l ?et up .still lifes to create a landscape space. So
I Just pamted, and tried to find out what I
thought painting was.
Once I left school, I moved to New York. I
didn't know anyone; I just stuck to my work. I
~egan to paint potatoes and lemons ~d things
like that as an exercise to learn volumes. That
got m~ LJ:terested in another way of organizing
the pamtmg. And one thing led to another.

INTERVIEW
WITH JANET FISH
BY LISA PESKO, WC '87

Q What made you want to become an artist? Did
you gel support from anyone or did you just do it?
A

An artist wasn't a surprising or unusual thing to
want to be, because there were many artists in
my family. My grandfather, Clark Vorhees, was
an Impressionist landscape painter, my uncle
was a sculptor and my mother is a sculptor. As
a child, I .would always say that I was going to
be an artist, whatever that meant. Then I
wanted to go to art school, but my family
wanted me to go to college. So I chose Smith
which had the most varied art department of'
any of the schools to which I applied. I started
out wanting to be a sculptor until I got to Yale
and didn't like the sculpture department. At
Yale, under Joseph Albers, they were doing all
this pure Bauhaus stuff, and that was not what I
wanted to do. So I studjed painting.

Q

Can you explain that further?

A

Well, what I hadn't been taught at Yale was how
to ~aint rea]jstically, so when I started painting
an unage I came at it fresh, because no one had
told me how to look at it. A lot of representa~onal painters have systems for looking; I'm not
mterested in that. I paint because of the
excitement of finding out things that I don't
know. I don't have a rule for how to draw or
how to mix colors or anything that would stand
between me and seeing.

Q What directed you toward realism? Wasn't
Abstract Expressionism the thing to be doing?
A
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It was and I did it. Abstract Expressionism was
pretty well formulated by then and I learned alt
kinds of things to think about when making
abstract paintings, such as maintaining the
picture plane and "push, pull." Finally, I was
sitting there trying to paint these pictures and I
felt no connection to the painting. What 1 was
doing was arranging paint. Growing up around
artists, I had an idea about art and the life of an
artist. I thought of it in a quixotic sense as a
way of living that was personally meaningful,
rather than as a career. Abstract Expressionisn
djdn't mean anything to me. It was a set of
rules. It was these other voices telling me what
painting "was."
Then I went to Skowhegan Summer Art
School. This was a crisis period for me. Alex
Katz was a visiting critic and he said, "Why
don't you just relax-go out and paint the
landscape or something." So I did. I took my

Q You emerged at a time when not many women
were in that vocation, which was traditionally
male. Was that difficult?
A

There were lots of problems. I think that back
then, and now too, women didn't get the same
respect. A woman has to be much better than
everybody else to be even considered half as
good. Art is a very insecure field. A number of
galleries were fairly outspoken about not
wanting a woman, so trying to find a gallery was
difficult.

Q Who gave you your first show?
A

The first was in a cooperative gallery that soon
folded because we all fought. Then I joined
another co-op called "55 Mercer Street," and I
had a show there. Later, Jill Kornblee came
down and saw some of my paintings during my
show at Mercer Street and l began to show at
Kornblee Gallery. That was my first commercial
gallery.

Q Was it run !Jy a woman?
A

Yes, and she carried more women in that gallery
than any other gallery in New York. It was
unusual. There are very few galleries that have
more than two women in them, even now.

Q

Do you think your recognition during the '70s
has helped other women artists?

A

The more women who are recognized the more
possible it is for other women to be seen. I had
a fortunate career that way. Also, my work has
not been tied so much to what was in fasruon.
Still life as "genre" painting was always looked
down on. A number of women paint stilt life and
are very good at it. I believe that because
women have been ignored it has, in some ways,
made them free to paint whatever they wanted.
There are a lot of paintings by women that are
somewhat off the beaten path.

Q How did you learn to use color?
A

When I first came to New York , I got a job in an
art store where I could buy paint for a big
discount. I got one of every tube. It was a great
lesson in color. ln school I had taken the Albers'
color course, which djdn't have anything to do
with mixing paint. I tried to decide how what I
was seeing related to the ideas I had brought
from abstraction. I got a lot of energy from
looking at different kinds of paintings and
reworking the ideas that I saw there. I worked
in a reductive way, eliminating everything that I
was not inte.r ested in, and constructing paintings
out of what mterested me. At first this was
volumes defined by light. which then led to
working with the play of light on plastic-wrapped

Tolly and Clairr Rmdmf.{, 1984
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fruit, and then to light contained in glass. Each
time new ideas developed in an organic and
progressive way.
Q

What about the introduction in the '70s of
architectural elements in your paintings?

A

I brought the architecture in when I moved to
this studio, because that was the point when I
felt that I had gone as far as I could with the
"glass" imagery. First I started to bring in
flowers. Gradually I added objects that weren't
glass like the architecture. I was looking for a
totally active canvas. To use landscape was good
because there was all that flicker of forms to
play with.

Q How did you develop such astute observation?

Twoft1.U:e and One Cheese. 1975

A

It came from focusing. You see what you are
looking for.

Q

What kinds of things are you looking for now that
you weren't looking for earlier?

A

I'm really working more with ideas about the
orchestration of movement and light through the
painting. Where previously 1 had worked with a
frontal image, now I'm working with a deeper
space and with figures . I'm taking these images
and finding out if there is a way of approaching
them that is new for me. The light is the
consistent thread, but instead of the light being
contained in bottles, now the light is contained
in the environment. When I put the figure in,
I'm painting it not only as a volume, but also as
part of the environment. The image is as much
subject matter as the paint, choice of color or
brush stroke. AU these elements are locked
together to make the painting. Part of the
problem of bringing the figure into the painting
is that people will see it first.

Q Did you have to change your technique or method
of painting when you brought in the figure?
A
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I didn't change my painting technique when I
added the figure but I have had to sketch more.
When I started to work with the figure, the first
two paintings were more posed and more static.
The whole purpose of bringing the figure in was

that I wanted movement. To achieve that I work
out the composition from Polaroids, cutting
them up to get the poses and movement I want.
Then I have the people pose again to fix
proportions. To make the painting of the figure
quicker, I paint the body in parts so that it isn't
necessary for the subject to be present once the
pose is sketched in.
Q

What do you want the viewer to get from your
paintings?

A

I'm not looking to tell much of a story. I really
don't trunk that's what you get from painting.
What you get from painting is the experience of
seeing. The message of painting comes from
color and movement. When you go to a museum
you just walk by, so a painting really has to grab
and hold you for awhile. I would also like to have
enough there that if someone came back to the
painting there would be a surprise for them, that
they could spend time with the painting.

Q

If you're not telling a story, what are your
paintings about?

A

The subject is the light and the way it moves
around within the still life. What I'm trying to do
in all of my paintings is create a reality, which is
defined by those elements that I trunk make
something seem alive. It is a kind of energy that
I see in things.

Q What direction do you see your work going in the
future?
A

I don't ever worry about where my work is
going to go. lf someone is devoting intelligence
and attention to their work it's going to get
better. A work of art is as good as the energy
that's put into it.

This interview was conducted by Lisa Pesko on April 9, 1987.
in Janet Fish's studio in New York City. Lisa graduated from
the University of Richmond's Westhampton CoUege last spring
with a B.A. degree in Art History.
Lisa's trip to the city to conduct this interview, visit the
Robert Miller Gallery, and to see other museums and galleries
was part of this program and generously s upported by Joel
Harnett, RC'45, and the University of Richmond.
Ruth Sewing. 198:!

Hercules. 1986
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LYRIC
REPRESENTATION:
Paintings by Janet Fish
BY ROBERT C. MORGAN
ln viewing Janet Fish's paintings, a feeling of the
vernacular seems inescapable. These are carefully
reasoned compositions, delicately woven interpretations of shape, color, and light, in which the most
ordinary things receive careful scrutiny. Her
paintings are considerably less anxious than the
work of either the Surrealists or the Expressionists.
Fish's work is subdued, assured, and harmonious.
The references are always clear. Her paintings
appear to focus upon those silent intervals between
the everyday drone of mechanical sound and voices.
Her painting, Geography (1984), is a celebration of
her world view where we receive the same kind of
heightened calm that one might associate with the
Dutch painter Vermeer. This is scarcely a metaphysical world where predetermined conflicts seek
forceful resolution. It is instead a world with
references to the world of travel and navigation as
seen from the viewpoint of domesticity. As with
Vermeer, Fish's painting gives us a convincing idea
about the virtues of settling into a place, a common
place of quiet ease and comfort, yet not at the
expense of losing touch with the world-at-large. In
Geography there is a counterpoise which is formally
constructed between the globe on the upper right
and a glass bowl of unpeeled fruit near the lower left
of the table. Surrounding these two shapes are
numerous travel-related objects.
The interior scene of Geography is one filled with
an aura of utter domesticity. It is an aura which finds
perfect harmony with the activities of the world,
with foreign places. This poised equilibrium between
the inner and the outer, the domestic and the
itinerant, pervades the overall composition of this
and other paintings. The color is hardly if ever
somber. The areas of focus, whether on tables or in
backyards, are evenly modulated with a diffusion of
light. Fish's paintings are not about contrasting lights
Waiting fo r Will. 1986

and darks. Nor are they about imposed figure-toground interactions.
In Chinoiserie (1984), for example, the extreme
horizontal emphasis given to the painterly format
allows an assortment of objects gathered from a
Chinese New Year's celebration in New York to
evoke a flowing surface rhythm that would have
made Matisse shudder with delight.
Light is pervasive in Fish 's paintings as it was for
the early Impressionists . The sense of movement
between indoor and outdoor environments is
poignantly captured in such paintings as Autumn
(1985) and Waiting for Will (1986). Although
different in mood and subject matter, these paintings
carry an easy passage from one space to another. In
each work, the transition of moving visually between
one space and another is accentuated. Even when an
artificial lamp is painted, as in Waiting for Will, the
source of the light is somewhere else, thus avoiding
the dramatic seduction of chiaroscuro effects. The
mood suggested in Waiting for Will, in which a
young woman peers through a large glass window
across a field of grass and down the path leading to
the house, is represented in the most straightforward manner. A slight apprehension is expressed
in the subtle tension of the woman's body positioned
sideways in a wooden chair. There is no need for
elaboration or further intensity. The expressivity of
the subject does not require obsessiveness in order
to communicate. In Waiting for Will mystery and
potential for narrative action is implied!
In Fish's paintings and pastels there is a fixed
point of view which is made clear. The pictorial logic
is not cubistic, but more in tune with a perceptual
gestalt. Yet it is not the same fixed point of view that
a camera would provide. In the earl y '70s when
descripti ve categories such as "Photo Realism" and
"Super Realism" were being hurled about in various
SoHo tabloids and glossy art periodicals, Fish's
paintings maintained a certain distance and reserve,
a certain detachment. Her own brand of Realism has
always held to the idea of direct pe rception without
ignoring the vernacular attributes of the world as
she sees it. The re is no attempt to suggest an idyllic
reality that is somehow apart from ever yday life.
Her relationship to photography is ancillary to the
execution of the painting. Occasionally she may take
a Polaroid snapshot in order to assist in the arrange-

me nt of he r subjects, particularly if he r subjects are
being asked to pose intermitte ntly over the course
of a few days. The directness of Fish's observation
has always been an important and significant as pect
of her work. Because of this, her paintings retain a
certain rigor and integrity, responsible to the facts
gleaned through perception, and without the rigidity
of a painted image first seen through the camera 's
le ns.
To conce ive of paintings, such as R uth Sewing
(1983) , as images siphoned through the mechanical
"objectivity" of a camera seems unli kely. The se nse
of intimacy between the painter and her subjects is
always a primary issue. As a result, the subtlety
that one finds in these painting is rather astonishing. These are moments of quiet appre hension, a
slight pause in the activity, where a patt rn or a
thought is being reflected upon . In Ruth SewinJ?, it is
almost as iI the activity of the female s ubject we re a
me tonym for the activity of the painte r herself who
is engaged with fitting the parts of the composition
together th rough careful looking.
For Ms. Fish, such carefu l looking is necessar y to
the actual representation of things which, in turn,
makes the painting function as more than a simple
sign. He r work is not about notation or the detachme nt of the intellect from perception; rather, like
the Impressionists, it is about an attitude toward
light and the effects of light upon object and people.
On the same count, her paintings surpass a purely
formal reading of the subject matter, giving clues
about our culture within a s tructural brico/age.
In Toby and Claire Reading 0984), two childre n,
a boy and a girl, who are approximately the same
age, are reading out-of-doors on blankets ·tretched
out on the grass. The pictorial space is close to the
subjects and is saturated in ambient light. The
reference is mo re than a formal one in that some
sort of narrative is suggested in terms of the
occasion and al o in terms of the contact between
the painter and he r two subjects. When indoors,
Fis h often uses table tops as a pictorial stage; thus,
again, precluding the long or distant view in favo r of
the close-cropped view. The tables have a dramatic
function upon which the artist arranges various
household items, food, flowers, and glassware, as if
to suggest a narrative event.
ln Kite (1986) and Fourth ofJuly (1985), a kind of

vi ual ecstacy is suggested within th domain of
ever yday events, an attitude toward festivity and
surprise, toward the richness of direct perception as
an act of hedonistic delight. As with Mary Cassatt,
Ms. Fish's world is tilled with domestic signs and
gestures which are important and often ignored by
men. Her paintings maintain an au ra in the true
se nse of giving a special presence to those objects
and event · which can be patiently observed and
translated into meaningful constructs of reality. This
kind of observation and translation in volves a pecial
kind of inte lligence, one that is too often downplayed
in the context of cunent high-tech cu lture.
Perhaps one can say of Janet Fish's paintings that
they give light to those things which our high-tech
e ra may have neglected or dismissed too easi ly. In a
world of fab ricated objects and mediated e lectronic
image ry, it i indeed re freshing to take another look
at the ever yday world of how people really look and
how they interact with the objects they possess. In
this sense, Ms. Fish frames these occasions in a
ne w pictorial viewpoint, a human viewpoint, that is
telling us about those things in the world todaythose feelings-which ultimately give us the courage
simply to be who we are.
t

I 9M7 f< of)(·rt L MurJ.::<in

l<obcrt Morgan i. an arti:;t and writer living in Roche ster.
New York, where he is Associate Professor of Art and IJesign
I lislon· at the Rochester lnstitult' of Technology. A writer on
a regular basis for 11 rL1 Magaz11ll', High Pr•r./om11mff and
Aftenow;;e. he also contributes tn 711.e \ "illa;;r Voirl' and other
ncw,.,papers and journals. He is the rec ipient of National
End.iwrnent for the Humanities Fellowsh1ps for 1!!80 and 1987.
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